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We get it
Your son or daughter is about to graduate from high school, and you have  
a thousand questions. Helping your son or daughter make a decision about 
post-secondary education may feel complicated and stressful.

Maybe you’ve heard that higher education won’t guarantee them a job when  
they graduate. Or that your child (or you) will be saddled with a huge student 
debt when they finally do graduate. Maybe you’re concerned that your child’s 
academic interests just aren’t realistic, and don’t line up well with a potential 
career. These worries are shared by many other parents.

We understand that the world is an increasingly complex place, and that it’s 
tough to know what to do to support your child. You might have questions like:  
is higher education even worth it? how do we choose a university or college? 
how can I help my child to be successful?

In this guide, we’ve pulled together facts and advice from a variety of sources 
— some to simply set the record straight about the value of higher education,  
and others to give you concrete ideas and guidance on how to move forward, 
successfully supporting your student.

In the end, remember: all universities and colleges in Canada are good.

➽  The value added by a post-secondary education 
must increasingly be the ability to think critically, 
to express those thoughts clearly, and to adapt and 
apply knowledge to new areas and tasks.  
don drummond, commission on reform of ontario’s public sector
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Is a university 
degree worth it?

1  Excerpted and adapted from “Back to School Quick Facts, October 2012.”  
Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada. SOURCES: Statistics Canada, 2006 Census of Population.

Excerpted and adapted from “Post-Secondary Education a Key Determinant of Economic Success.”  
Business Council of British Columbia. SOURCES: 

2 Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada
3 Ministry of Advanced Education, 2010 Performance Highlights Report 

Excerpted and adapted from “Quick Facts on BC’s Research Universities, Jobs and the Economy.”  
The Research Universities’ Council of British Columbia. SOURCES:

4 BC Stats Surveys
5 Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada
6 BC Stats Baccalaureate Survey

Excerpted and adapted from “Back to School Quick Facts, September 2013.”  
Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada. SOURCES: 

7  Statistics Canada, 2011 National Household Survey, data table 99-012-X2011037
8  Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey

Let’s bust some popular myths about post-secondary education.

Myth: A university degree does not lead to a well-paid or better job.

Fact: University graduates make more money and a university degree  
is the best guarantee of stable employment. 

More money: Over the course of their careers, university graduates earn,  
on average, $1.3 million more than high school graduates1 — and 50 percent 
more than those with only a high school diploma.2

More jobs: The unemployment rate for those holding an undergraduate degree 
is considerably lower than that for other British Columbians — 6.6 percent 
compared to 9.6 percent in 2010.3 BC university graduates enjoy the highest 
employment rates, followed by graduates with college certificates or trade 
certificates, and then high school graduates.4

More jobs — even in a tough economy: During the economic recession  
from 2008 to 2010, Canada saw an increase of 280,000 net new jobs for 
university graduates, while 260,000 jobs for those without a university education 
were eliminated.5 Based on a 2011 survey of BC’s post-secondary graduates  
who graduated five years previously, 95% work in positions commensurate with  
a post-secondary education.6

Higher employment rate: Just 3.7% of 25 to 64-year-olds with bachelor’s 
degrees and 3.8% with master’s degrees earned in Canada were unemployed in 
2010-11. This compares to 6.9% unemployment for all others in this age group.7

Increasing demand: From July 2008 to July 2013, the net increase in new jobs 
for university graduates was 810,000. The available jobs for those with no 
post-secondary education decreased by 540,000 during the same period.8

Minimum education required for BC job openings 2010 to 2020

University education 

35%

College certificate 

27%

Trade certificate 

15%
APPROXIMATE PERCENTAGE OF EDUCATION REQUIRED

10

A university education remains the best protection against unemployment

PERCENTAGE OF 25 TO 64-YEAR-OLDS UNEMPLOYED IN 2010-2011, CANADA-WIDE
7

Bachelor’s degree 

3.7%

All other

6.9%
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9  Excerpted and adapted from “Back to School Quick Facts, September 2013.”  
Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada.  
SOURCES: Canadian University Survey Consortium, Graduating Student Survey 2011.

10  Excerpted and adapted from “Quick Facts on BC’s Research Universities, Jobs and the Economy.”  
 Research Universities’ Council of British Columbia. SOURCE: BC Labour Market Outlook 2010 to 2020

11  SOURCE: Statistics Canada, 2011 National Household Survey, data table 99-012-XIE2011001

12  Excerpted and adapted from “Quick Facts on BC’s Research Universities, Jobs and the Economy.”  
 The Research Universities’ Council of British Columbia SOURCE: BC Ministry of Jobs, Tourism and Skills Training

13  Excerpted and adapted from “Back to School Quick Facts, September 2013.” Association of Universities and Colleges 
of Canada. SOURCES: Canadian University Survey Consortium, 2012 CUSC Survey of Graduating Students.

14  SOURCE: Statistics Canada, Centre for Education Statistics, 2014

15  Excerpted and adapted from “Falling Short? College Learning and Career Success: Selected Findings from  
 Online Surveys of Employers and College Students Conducted on Behalf of the Association of American Colleges  
 and Universities”. Hart Research Associates, 2015.

➽  Average undergraduate tuition fee for one year 
for full-time Canadian students in non-professional 
degree programs in 2014/2015: $5,71114 

Myth: Getting a degree means huge debt.

Fact: Four out of ten students in Canada graduate debt-free. 

No debt or lower debt: Among those students who do graduate with debt,  
30 percent owe less than $12,000. The average amount owed is $24,600 with  
a median of $20,000.9

Myth: We have too many university graduates.

Fact: BC’s economy needs more university graduates. 

Future needs: Approximately 35% of BC’s job openings over the ten-year period 
from 2010 to 2020 are expected to require university education, 27% will require 
a college certificate and 15% will require a trade certificate — a full 77% of jobs 
requiring at least some higher education.10 Yet only 64% of British Columbians 
hold one of those credentials.11

In 2016, the demand for educated workers in BC will exceed the supply. In 2020, 
approximately 18,800 jobs requiring post-secondary education will go unfilled, 
including 8,400 requiring university credentials, 8,100 requiring college 
credentials, and 2,300 requiring trades training.12

Myth: A university degree isn’t practical.

Fact: Universities prepare students for the workplace through experiential  
and global learning opportunities. 

More than book learning: Half of today’s students take part in at least  
one co-op experience, practicum, internship or field placement during their 
undergraduate years.13

➽  Employers overwhelmingly endorse broad 
learning and cross-cutting skills as the best 
preparation for long-term career success… only 
15% chose field-specific learning alone as the  
best preparation for long-term success.15 
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The right fit
Which university or college is best? 

The answer depends on your son or daughter. 

All of the established technical institutes, colleges, and universities in Canada 
are good. They all offer programs, and produce successful graduates ready to 
take on a vast range of different careers and vocations.

The better question to ask is “Which university is the right one for my son or 
daughter?” Just as with shoes, it’s all about the fit. Large university or small? 
Highly structured programs or flexible and interdisciplinary options? There’s  
no right approach — but there’s one that will best suit your child.

Here are a few important considerations.

Location

Move away from home or stay close by? Live in a rural or urban area? Is weather 
an issue? The student will be there for a few years, so location is important.

Academic Program

No matter how good or famous the university, there’s little point in choosing one that 
doesn’t offer the program your son or daughter wants. Having said that, many 
incoming university students don’t know for sure what program they want, and 
roughly 80% will change their area of study during their university career anyway.16 
So look for a good selection of academic options and the flexibility to try out 
different areas of study. Check the admission/entrance requirements.

Experiential Opportunities

Having a successful university or college experience is more than just an 
academic program — learning outside the classroom is equally important. 
Leadership, mentorship, volunteer, and international exchange programs all 
provide valuable skills and have the potential to open new doors for your son  
or daughter.

Employment Opportunities

A co-operative education program will provide your son or daughter opportunities 
to try out different jobs and to gain valuable experience to enhance their skill set, 
all while earning money to offset the cost of their education.

Finding the Right Fit

A campus tour is a helpful step in the final decision. Most are led by current 
students, so you’ll get to hear the real student perspective of life on a particular 
campus. Nothing replaces that in-person visit to get a true sense of a new 
community, and to feel confident when making a choice.

16  Excerpted and adapted from “80 percent of students change major after enrollment, study finds.”  
 The Daily Princetonian. SOURCE: National Center for Education Statistics
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As baseball’s Yogi Berra once said, “The future ain’t what it used to be.” What  
he meant was that the world is changing in ways that are new and difficult  
to predict. That can be a scary prospect. Or it can be a source of tremendous 
opportunity. While we live in today’s world, we must prepare for a future that 
may be unrecognizable.

If everything is changing so fast, how can you guarantee that your son or 
daughter will graduate with the right degree, at the right time, and move 
seamlessly into the right career?

You can’t.

But, here’s the best advice we can give you. Your son or daughter should not 
focus so tightly on the end goal – a degree or the dream job – that they neglect  
to make the most of the experience. Support your child in pursuing interests and 
programs of study that are important to them, because that passion will help 
them to be successful. Most of all, remember that it’s the education – not just the 
degree – that will provide them with the knowledge, confidence, and connections 
that they need to move successfully into a career after they graduate.

The truth is, there are no simple and guaranteed pathways to prosperity and 
success. You just can’t predict what the future will hold. But, if credentials are not 
the guaranteed key to success, then what is? Paul Tough, a Canadian-American 
author who has written extensively on education, describes three qualities of 
successful people: work ethic, grit and curiosity. These characteristics are in 
shorter supply than most people think. But they are what employers want.17

18, 19  Excerpted and adapted from The Globe and Mail. “Career paranoia is here to stay — here’s how to prepare”,  
 authored by Ken Coates and Bill Morrison

20  Excerpted and adapted from “Employer Priorities for Most Important College Learning Outcomes,”  
 Association of American Colleges and Universities. SOURCE: “Falling Short? College Learning  
 and Career Success,” Hart Research Associates.

17  How Children Succeed: Grit, Curiosity, and the Hidden Power of Character, authored by Paul Tough

Focus on  
the journey

Move quickly and be flexible

Jobs come and go, as regional economies and different sectors change. Young 
people have to develop real skills – and they have to stay alert for experiences 
that will help them do it.19 So, encourage your student to take action and keep  
an open mind. Help them to see that learning goes beyond the classroom and 
opportunities outside of school are a critical part of their university experience 
and future success.

➽  People who combine intelligence with a strong 
work ethic and a creative mind are always in demand.18

What do employers look for?

➽  Knowledge of human cultures and the physical 
and natural world; intellectual and practical skills; 
personal and social responsibility; integrative and 
applied learning 20
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What will your 
son / daughter do 
with their degree?

Stay open, take action, and keep learning

Every time someone engages with the world, they change the world a little bit, 
and the world changes them. Every time a student takes a course, or volunteers, 
does a co-op term, or takes on a summer job, they are changed in some way, 
large or small. What’s more, that student’s view of the world and the things  
they might want to do will also likely change.

The student is changing, and so are careers. Instead of worrying about what  
they might want to do or who they’re going to be after graduation, it makes  
more sense for students to identify the things they could be doing now. Today.

A process of discovery

After each new experience, the student should take the time to reflect on what they 
liked and didn’t like about it. They should think, too, about what they were good at, 
and what brought them the most satisfaction — this will help them determine 
what they may want to pursue next. These reflections, along with the concrete 
experiences they are having and connections they are making, will increase the 
likelihood that they will ultimately end up somewhere they want to be.

Do encourage your child to take every opportunity to create their own 
experiences — it will give them the best chance to connect to a world of 
possibilities in the future.

In traditional career planning, the goal is for the student to identify a preferred 
career. This can be done by looking at what the student is good at, what they like 
doing, what’s important to them, and then trying to find a good career match.

Having identified an ideal career, the student would then try to envision that 
same career in five or ten years’ time, and identify the steps to take to reach  
that goal — what kind of education, degree, experience, and so forth.

Unfortunately, this traditional model seldom works.

Everything changes

You may have an ideal career in mind for your student. But, there are a lot of things 
that will influence whether or not that career will be an option in the future — 
things like the state of the economy, which is increasingly influenced by global 
factors. Similarly, political factors, environmental and societal changes will all 
influence the types of opportunities available when today’s student graduates.

And, technology has changed everything. Some of the most in-demand positions 
today didn’t exist 10 or even 5 years ago. Even more traditional occupations like 
accountants and doctors look very different now than they did just 20 years ago.

As a result of these external factors, the identified career is a moving target.  
We don’t know how it’ll end up, or if it will even be around in 10 years.

➽  …91% of employers agree that for career 
success, “a candidate’s demonstrated capacity to 
think critically, communicate clearly, and solve 
complex problems is more important than his  
or her undergraduate major.” 21

21  Source: “Falling Short? College Learning and Career Success”, a 2015 report on findings from a survey  
 of employers and a survey of college students conducted for the Association of American Colleges and  
 Universities by Hart Research Associates
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➽  While we live in today’s world, we must prepare 
for a future that will be almost unrecognizable. 
excerpt from sfu convocation address, june 2014  

— andrew petter, sfu president and vice chancellor

Conclusion
The record, and the statistics, are clear.

Contrary to some popular myths, a university degree does lead to a better-
paying, more secure career. The knowledge and skills provided by a university 
education are the best preparation for a rapidly changing economy, and British 
Columbia will continue to experience a shortage of university graduates over  
the next decade. And going to university is not as expensive as many people 
think, especially when weighed against the longer-term benefits. 

Choosing a university can be hard, especially since pretty much all Canadian 
colleges and universities are good, reputable institutions. The real question  
for your son or daughter is about best fit, and finding the right university for  
their individual interests and needs.

No matter which university they choose, getting the most out of the student 
experience requires being open to the journey. Students typically change their 
minds — and their majors — during university, and so those end goals also shift. 
By pursuing their interests and passions, they will remain open to new possibilities 
and experiences throughout their journey. They are also more likely to succeed in 
their studies and persist to graduation.

Every time a student takes a course, or volunteers, or participates in a co-op 
term, they make connections and are changed. Their view of the world and their 
place in it changes, too. Creating their own experiences will give them the best 
opportunity to engage and thrive in a world of future possibilities. 

A university education is good, and it’s worth it. Good luck with your choice!
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